CORNSTALK- 

King of the Rhododendron Country 

By Harold Lambert 

Ten thousand times I begged you slay no more. 

Ten thousand lies you told and cannon roar! 

—Song of Cornstalk 

Cornstalk stood like a Titan among the great Indians of th 
1700’s. 

There have been great Indian warriors and great Indian 
talesmen in American history. But few were past-masters 
both on the battlefield and before the council fires. Cornstalk 
Logan, and Tecumseh were three exceptions. 

Burdened with the blood of his half-white ancestry Logan 
w ^ psychological odds with himself too often to be canon- 
i:cd among the Indians of West Virginia. Cornstalk was of 
pure Shawnee blood and was the living result of a breeding 
program that had extended a thousand years. And it is a mat 
*.er of record that Tecumseh was great because he not only used 
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m . j be h eard all over the twelve-acre 

„ rr ,iios. “His voice oojii gn clectr onic sound system 

C.mp " T[Ki,,y ‘‘.c by our «<»t clarion speechmaken., over 
l() deliver an oration uy 

SU ch an au a- Corns talk is one of the most colorful 

Wilson’s descrip man “When he arose he was in 

of recw-ded m'c-oun s o spo ke in a distinct and audi- 

or repetition and with pecuiiar 
) X His looks while addressing Lord Dunmore were 
;;T^ nd”nd majestic; yet graceful and attractive I have 
heard ^he first orators of Virginia, Patrick Henry and Richard 
Henrv Lee. but never have I heard one whose powers of de¬ 
livery surpassed those of Cornstalk on this occasion. 


Cornstalk spoke before Dunmore’s gathered troops as he 
argued for a respectable peace after the disaster at Point Pleas¬ 
ant. when the Shawnees were defeated in what had been the 
greatest Indian battle of American history. 


Not too much is known of Cornstalk’s appearance, since peo- 
: '.e who knew him were so overpowered with his personality 

• at words gushed into floods of vague near-worship. Soldiers 
w: attended the council at Charlotte said that he was taller 
t tan the Virginia officers—and they were known to have stood 

• in height. That Cornstalk was a handsome man 
car. hardly be doubted when we learn that women were con- 
attracted to him, including the white wives of Virginia 
Like all Shawnees, he was of the best mould of the 
Am r. ar. In ban. The Shawnees were big Indians and they 

* !i * hl of to,or * Yet Cornstalk stood out among them in his 

;I< ' Mdor - During the heyday of the Shawnee raids, 

r ' v ~ rAvn Wrrc heard screaming, "Shoot for the tallest 

may be Cornstalk!" 
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* a aonw decency nnd truth ln dealings with the r,ni 
' He dealing wllh P® 0 Ple who encroached 
JU even after their greatest leaders had promised ^n ondTn 
:,«»rhment*. Cornstalk reiterated the lies he was told 
. intIv . outlining the white man's perjuries, but he never Mm' 
rJ St per***! revenge. His was simply the cause of his people 

V en challeng'd by n lesser man, and who wasn’t, Cornstalk 
w blunt in both talk and action. Before the battle of Pnim 
f-yassnt when a chieftain labeled him a coward because he still 
wanted to avoid a pitched battle, Cornstalk was calm before the 
.. .. “If you wish to fight you shall fight,” he said. “And T 
t0 il thal vou do fi 8 ht! " The next day this same chief 
«<> r * ,reat in thc heat of battle, and Cornstalk kept his 
:. - bv driving the blade of his hatchet through the doubt 

,r « skull Cornstalk was not capable of fear. Two men of the 
C -y-.ivr.u-y tried to retreat on that day of battle and he killed 
j>’’h It was his system of maintaining immaculately 
***ve troops against the white man. 


age of 38, Cornstalk appeared at a peace conference 
‘.•'ween the colonial administrators at Lancaster, Pennsyl- 
rj- a Hr represented the combined Shawnees from the Ohio 
tod Allegheny River valleys—the tribes that had been called 
T' - Ari'tin f the New World.” In his first recorded oratory. 
C&mUlk urged : 


v- ^ • du -r to you a certificate of the renewal of our friend- 
&P £• the jwif 173'* Be pleased to sign it afresh that it may 
- are now admitted to your friendship, and all former 
nr xpe burted and forgotten.” 

T* » e -: v t voice of the “Shawnee Sachem” beginning the 
- * pkm that lives be aavtd and that his tribesmen be 
3 3 r f d awvAftiy and a chance to live in thc hardwood 
- ; (>«; i 4 U+*? Muifni wh*-re they could hunt and fish and 
Amt old war* 


* )H *na| turned Cornstalk down flatly. They 
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With any kind of a treaty or promise. They treated him shab- 
bily: all other chiefs were given presents and favors at the 
parley—but Cornstalk received only their cold stares. 

The Shawnees went away in disgrace. Cornstalk and his 
talk of peace were thrust from the parley and told to be on their 
ways. 

•r 

This was one of the most horrible mistakes that colonial pro¬ 
fessional mistake-makers could have designed. The Shawnees 
had no alternative but to join up with the French. They moved 
back along the Ohio and Allegheny Rivers and were given arms 
and ammunition and regarded as human beings by French com¬ 
manders. 


One direct result of the colonial refusal to do business with 
Cornstalk was the defeat of Braddock near Pittsburgh in 1755. 
Of the army of 850 men who easily defeated the British’s 1,400 
regulars, about 600 fighters were the men who had followed 
Cornstalk. On that one day more than 700 men died because 
the white settlers had not listened to the King of the Shawnees 
when he sought peace. No lesser man than George Washing¬ 
ton had feared going against these red demons—although he 
commanded his Virginians valiantly and managed to help many 
• he £ e “ ape the sla ughter that Braddock had ordered them 
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h* rn1 


t and Shall continue to do so in hopes that the matters 


j M > settled.” 

nut the Virginians wanted war—and they were ready to do 
him; to f? et t,w * confederated Indians into a great battle for 
» n - v 1 J for all- The Virginians even cooked up a phoney deal 
l,n ;T'the Iroquois tribe whereby they “bought” the lands of 
\ nt West Virginia south of the Kanawha. This incensed 
i lWne es who felt that they owned this land—and that the 
; ht ’ ^ 0 * certainly had no legal right for the sale. But settlers 
to swarm to Western Virginia. 

r ing any direct action against such an accomplished killer 
s . Cornstalk, the Virginians plotted to kill one of Cornstalk’s 
wVhers t0 arouse the chief to do somethin g foolish and justify 
nunmore’s actions of needling them toward battle. But this 
* w as discovered and that disaster was avoided when sympa- 
. whites delivered word of the scheme. Dr. John Conally, 

O rrr.ore’s official spokesman, even went so far as to write a 
r :o a friend saying “I shall pursue every measure to offend 
•hem (the Shawnees) 

>-:!I Cornstalk remained friendly to the British and the Vir- 
, - - Working with Chief White Eyes of the Delaware 
restrained both tribes from taking up arms and mur- 
more white settlers. Cornstalk had one idea in this suit 
h*- wanted to save the Indians from complete de- 
h<- knew would result from open battle. No patriot 
,r.:>r. ever took more abuse than Cornstalk took from 
auk But he was steadfast in his purpose to the end. 

ltd wr. Won o/ Pennsylvania—C. Hale Sipe says the 
• 1 r v r, .nun (Dunmore’s) was “altogether unjustift- 
bittrr fruits were gathered for many years 
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But war was to come in 1774—und Dunmore had the army 
ready. In a maneuver that practically screamed “treason” to 
his own soldiers, ho split his forces and arranged affairs so that 
General Andrew Lewis had to meet the Shawnees in a pitched 
battle. 


Lewis had 1,100 troops. Cornstalk’s forces were probably 
slightly less. 

Lewis was camped at Point Pleasant. Cornstalk knew this 
oid he headed the confederated warriors of the Delawares, 
S .iwmvs, Mingoes and Wyandots. On the night before the 
battle. Cornstalk made his argument for peace again. He felt 
•Kit the Virginians were a superior force and that they cer¬ 
tainly had superior equipment. Their firearms were good and 
knew how to use them. Many Indians were good riflemen, 
: '~ l! many were still too aboriginal to understand the mechanics 
'* shooing and reloading at a rapid pace. The bow and ar- 
rvw was sti11 used »n Cornstalk’s ranks—and this was no instru¬ 
ment for this bloody day. Some of his warriors used onlv the 
tomahawk in battle. 


d „V ? ? e ' S ‘ nS,Sted 0n battle and reminded Cornstalk of 
them. Cornstalk bowed to the inevitable and 
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<>P enJy Accused them of inciting the war. He snnU . 

d„. outrage of Logan's family. ' p ke at length 

With Cornstalk at Point Pleasant were probablv tu 
,U American team of nil time. Fighting at his 
Blinijwico. Hod Hawk, Scrappathus the Mingo ch? ^ been 
IVvandot, Red L’agle, Blue Jacket, and Packlnshimoah T*, the 
tr of Tscumaeh. noah ’ the fath- 

"Neither party could rightly claim a victory at Point 
ant," said Drake, the foremost historian of that dav 
Shawnees dealt for peace on Dunmore’s terms. ^ the 

Death of Cornstalk 

The outrage and killing of Cornstalk is familiar to 
who knows West Virginia history. ve ryone 

it was the prime example of the venom that is carried in the 
forked tongue and the man-serpent in wartime. ° the 

Following the '■peace” at Chillicothe, Cornstalk remained at 

W,th ,n an “maculate gesture of honesty In 

:-e spring of 1777 when most of the Ohio tribes were going with 
:-<■ English, the old chief went to the Moravians i/ohfo and 
«ptoto«i that the Shawnee chiefs were lining up for the de 
i^rtton of the white settlers again-that blood would flow as 

: -V r^t IhtIMtUh he WSS poWerless t0 st °p ‘hem this 

S. J, A, fl ^ \ Were armm * the Indians furiously 
■ ear prepared to light the rebelling Americans. 

■J'Z'IT'T P ' #CC ' CornstaIk went to Point Pleasant in 
.ZZVZ H,Wk ' a Shaw “ e c hief. where they 

CanuHA k Arbuckle of the imminent disaster 

^ * uk Wcrc takcn Prisoners and held as 
- day* later Ellnipaloo. Cornstalk’s son. came 

a Utse.- ' * r whr " a whltr had been killed and 

» ? ** ton W,U| 1 Cf y ot ** kill the red do*." 

k, | ^ under Captain Hall took over the 

*****l**'"»tened with death tf he tried 

u M lii'iMi o| ,|* mutiny when the wife of an in- 
Ik« fAiiUMA *nd warned him But 
' *‘ UMe in ability he walked toward 
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(hr murderers nnd took seven bullets in his body before he fell 
to the floor without n groan. The other two Indians were then 
slam In cold blood- and without a chance to defend themselves. 

Cornstalk had a premonition of his own death. On the day 
before his assassination he said, “When I was young and went 
to war. 1 often thought each would be my last adventure and I 
should return no more. I still live. Now I am in the midst of 
you and if you choose, you may kill me. I can die but once. It 
:s alike for me whether it is now or hereafter.” 

In 1896 the white men erected a monument to the King of the 
Shawnees at Point Pleasant. On it is an inscription, “Corn¬ 
stalk.” 


i ne mutineers who took over the fort at Point Pleasant and 
' ie " c ornstalk were casually tried and summarily acquitted in 
:ne days that were to follow. After all, Cornstalk was an In- 
dian—and what was worse, a Shawnee. 


- 1 -^ ° f hlS time ’ Cornstalk h *d more than one 
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rvldcnor that he we, actually present on any of th 

, **“ 

orapar** P*^** contnln mn ny references to Cornstalk 
4 !J|v documented material constantly praises tv, lk ’ and 
•^S^-rtins openly that the whiter 
‘j^-juble for all the bloodshed laid at Cornstalk’s feet. re " 

fkdlowini! ,hf - bnttl< ' °* Point Pleasant, when his defeats 
wanted to renew hostilities with Dunmore Com?* ik 
. ;»-kly propped that he would lead such a campon 

that the Shawnees kill all their women and children 
,.,i S*ht to the death. Cornstalk undoubtedly had his tongue 
ju, cheek, and the gathered leaders quickly demurred. “Then 
[ vHaH *u* for peace.” the old chief retorted. 

calls him a “forest-born Demosthenes.** 



